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ABSTRACT

Nordberg, N. How Using Multidisciplinary Approaches To Mainstream Education Can
Increase Diversity In Environmental Education And Improve Students’ Environmental
Literacy (2022)
For there to be solutions to environmental issues people of diverse perspectives need to
be able to critically think and collaborate together to work through possible solutions.
Historically, environmental education has been missing many voices from the BIPOC
communities in finding creative solutions to environmental issues. This Capstone Project
had the driving question of, Can increasing diversity in environmental education improve
students' environmental literacy? The literature reviewed showed that environmental
education cannot be a stand alone curriculum. Instead, it needs to be a multidisciplinary
approach to the curriculum that allows students to critically think about real world issues
that society is facing. Besides making environmental education a multidisciplinary
curriculum there needs to be a connection to multicultural education at the same time. If
students see professionals like them participating in environmental education activities
they are more likely to participate. Before students can participate in multicultural,
multidisciplinary environmental education teachers need to be able to design effective,
meaningful and constructive curriculum to support the needs of their students. This
Capstone Project created three professional development opportunities for teachers to
reflect on their own social justice understanding, time to create meaningful curriculum
that connects environmental concepts to their daily lessons, and a time for educators to
share their findings and reflect on the environmental education focus lesson being taught.
Everyone has a connection with nature, but in order for environmental issues to be solved
diverse perspectives need to be applied and communities need an opportunity to have a
strong environmentally literate society.
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction
Overview
This Capstone project will look at steps that educators can take to increase the
environmental literacy of their students in a middle school learning environment. The
main area that this project will address is: Can increasing diversity in environmental
education improve students' environmental literacy? The vice president of the National
Audubon Society stated in 2015;
“The current civil unrest rooted in racism, bigotry, and other social injustices
around the world shows how urgent it is to create a more diverse conservation
movement, especially in the face of global warming and other threats to our
quality of life”(Bonta et al, 2015, p.1)
The current lack of inclusiveness will ultimately be devastating to environmental
education. Increasing diversity in Environmental Educational programming will increase
creative solutions to conservation and climate change awareness. African American or
Black students only received about three percent of the nation’s environmental science
degrees in 2017, whereas white students received nearly 69 percent of those degrees, and
around 10 percent of those degrees went to Hispanics or Latinos (Bortfeld, 2020).
Representation is important. When students see people like themselves participating in
activities, they are more likely to engage in the activity or even get more involved in
future participation. This is why taking diversity into consideration in environmental
education is so important for the future. Inclusiveness can only help build upon or
enhance environmental education.
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As a white male, I acknowledge my own privileges, possible unconscious bias,
and that there may be a hidden curriculum that is present in this paper without me even
realizing it. “Without an understanding of privilege and oppression, and acknowledging
of our individual collective complicity, individuals will remain unable to engage in
meaningful discussions about justice, injustice, and the professional imperative of
developing prosocial behavior” (Bruening, 2019, p. 13). I acknowledge that I am using
the acronym BIPOC (Black, Indigeous, People of Color) throughout this paper and this is
a form of raciolinguistics. That being said, “all educators should therefore consider using
language that is considerate of and relevant to the individual'' (Breunig, 2019, p. 16).
In this chapter, I will attempt to give a brief overview of how I came to be
interested in this topic. I will also strive to highlight why this topic is so important within
the realm of environmental education.
My Background
Growing up in Central Minnesota, everyone looked like me and participated in
similar activities. As a child, I attended the same school that my father and his father
attended, and everything in the world seemed to be going the way that it should be going.
My family, church, and school community all participated in outdoor activities, especially
when it came to water sports. As a member of the local Boy Scout troop I remember
camping, fishing, backpacking, canoeing, or sailing every weekend in the summer and
even camping in the winter. Through these experiences I gained an appreciation for the
outdoors and that is the reason I pursued a career in science education.
Everyone has a connection to nature and everyone has a right to experience
nature, but it wasn’t until a couple of years ago that I realized not everyone has the same
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connection to nature that I had experienced growing up. In school, most of the people
were white, middle-class individuals and the few students of different races were adopted
into white middle class families so they seemed to have the same experiences as white
students. I really didn’t see color or understand cultural bias because I’d never previously
had to or been exposed to it, nor the impact that a person that looks different than me has
to experience until I went to college.
College Experience
During my undergraduate experience at Saint Cloud State University I received
my degree in life science education. While attending school I volunteered with the Boys
and Girls Club of St. Cloud with after school tutoring middle school aged children. Many
of the students that I worked with were Somali Americans, which was one of my first
exposures to a large English Language Learner (ELL) population. It was interesting to
observe how the students interacted with each other and how their personalities changed
when working with another Somali student or a college volunteer.
Another experience that shaped my understanding of inclusiveness in education
was working as a camp counselor at Camp Chi-Rho, which is located on Lake Sylvia
near Annandale, Minnesota. Several of the program weeks were devoted to running a
summer school/camp program with the Minneapolis Police program called PALS
(Minneapolis Police Activities League). Students were bussed from the Twin Cities to
Camp Chi-Rho for the week, and would have summer school in the mornings. These
mornings were followed by a traditional summer camp experience in the afternoon from
Sunday afternoon until Friday morning. Many of the students had not been away from
home before, let alone gone swimming in a lake. My most memorable experience was
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life guarding one afternoon and one of the elementary aged boys coming up to me all wet
and cold asking if I could turn the temperature of the pool up. I reached down and
pretended to turn a crank on the dock. After a couple of minutes had passed, I told him to
jump into the water. After jumping into the water his first reaction was that the pool felt
warmer, not knowing that his body was just acclimated to the lake temperature.
Participating in moments like this gave me affirmation to pursue a career in education to
continue to make memorable moments for children that I work with.
My junior year of college I became a Resident Advisor (RA) for two semesters
and learned a lot about how to talk with people at their most vulnerable moments and
times of independence. Completing nightly hallway checks, counseling individuals about
making appropriate choices, and dealing with situations when the authorities needed to
get involved. Many of the situations involved people with different beliefs or
backgrounds than I was familiar or comfortable with. I have reflected back on these
experiences and on how I could have acted or handled the situations differently and how
taking responsibility for building a community with diverse perspectives is important for
any group of people.
Professional Application
For most of my career I have worked in Public Charter Schools where I’m a
science department of one. I worked to create a lot of cross-curricular work with different
academic disciplines. I have worked really hard to show students that each academic
discipline is connected and to include real world applications to the knowledge learned
through a person's educational experiences.
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One of the schools that I had the opportunity to teach at previously was HOPE
Community Academy, (Hmong, Organized, Public, Education). At this school, the
administration and most of the school's population was Hmong, Karen, or Black, which
put me into a new learning environment as an educator. Being immersed in a new culture
allowed me to see aspects of myself, how the rest of the world sees minority populations,
and how my students shared their experience of the world.
I was fortunate enough to spend five years at HOPE Community Academy and
took a lot from this experience. When I first taught at the school, one of my assignments
for the students to do on the weekend was to take some time and play outside. I didn’t
think this simple task would change my perspective as much as it has. After the first
couple of weeks students were telling me to send a letter home, or sign their planners to
tell their parents that I required them to play outside. It wasn’t until I had a Hmong
cultural professional development day that I realized how much my assignment of having
the students play outside may have evoked emotional strain and cultural trauma. Many of
the children in these families were first generation Americans; their parents had escaped
from refugee camps and from the jungles of Laos. Their connection to the environment
was much more violent and unpredictable, so the idea of letting their children be
unattended in these environments caused concern.
Nature, however, has the potential to help individuals heal from trauma through
stress relief, increased physical activity, access to fresh air and sunshine, and by building
resilience (Taylor, 2021). Unfortunately, many of the BIPOC community don’t feel safe
in nature because this is a historical setting for violence against communities of color.
Racism surrounds some of the most beautiful places in this country (Machado, 2020). If
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you don’t feel safe, you are not going there. Also, many of the National Parks in the
United States were segregated until the end of World War II (Repanshek, 2019). The
question faced by many BIPOC community members is: If you are not welcomed and
able to experience nature freely, why even go?
With a high ELL population at HOPE Community Academy, our goal as
educators was to get the students closer to/or at grade level expectations. That left few
opportunities for field trips and outings, let alone the cost, but there was one exception.
Every year I would take the eighth grade students to Wolf Ridge Environmental Learning
Center in Finland, Minnesota for a three day immersion experience into nature.
Every year I was inspired watching these students engage in outdoor activities.
The students that barely spoke all year would open up, volunteer to share information,
use academic vocabulary in conversation, and get an opportunity to make new positive
connections with nature. One year we didn’t go to Wolf Ridge Environmental Learning
Center, but instead went to Washington D.C.. Those students were extremely upset that
they didn’t get to have the Wolf Ridge experience like their older siblings. This just
shows the importance of environmental education opportunities and the impact of
experiential learning on students.
As educators, we have a responsibility to all of our students to provide them with
equal opportunities and representation. So, how can we best increase diversity in
environmental education settings? It could be argued that diversity is not really a critical
issue. It is conjectured that by mid-century, the populations of minorities will outnumber
whites in the United States (Shaw, 2020). With free choice, people can major in whatever
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field that they want. By this reasoning, we merely need to sit and wait, and there will be
more diversity in environmental education, without much effort.
Why should we care about increasing the number of students and their cultural
background in determining the success of environmental issues? If people are
knowledgeable and passionate about something they are going to find solutions to take
care of those things. For instance, we are in a climate crisis and it would be great to get
more diverse perspectives in the conversation to find solutions to fight climate change.
Everyone has a connection to nature, but some people have barriers which inhibit their
ability to experience all that nature has to offer, especially members of the BIPOC
community. In environmental racism, the same racist policies, practices, and institutions
that create economic, social and health disparities by race also predicate how people of
color are unduly impacted by environmental hazards (Bortfeld, 2020). The movement to
increase knowledge of critical race theory, diversity of perspectives and mindset is
crucial. What tools can educators use to promote diversity and educate students about the
silenced voice throughout history and their own connection to nature?
Current Position
Currently, as a middle school science teacher in a Public Montessori Charter
School, I have taken on the opportunity as the school’s Environmental Education
Coordinator. In this position I work with the schools authorizer, Osprey Wilds, to
implement five Environmental Education Goals that the school has to fulfill on a yearly
basis. The goals have five indicator areas:awareness, knowledge, attitudes, skills, and
actions. Throughout the year I work with the teachers to set the goals, collect data on the
students’ performance, create professional development opportunities for the staff on
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environmental education topics and write an annual report on behalf of the school’s
environmental education performance for Osprey Wilds. One of the areas that Osprey
Wilds has set as a new goal is to look into the social justice of the schools environmental
education programing and have the school reflect on the following questions:
1. What voices are being centered in the school’s environmental education program?
What voices are currently missing in the environmental education program?
2. What unconscious biases have been present in the school’s environmental
education programming that may have impacted students’ ability to engage and
learn?
3. How has the school’s environmental education program reinforced inequities in
the past by not thinking deeper about unconscious biases and racial injustice in
environmental education? What could you do differently to ensure the
environmental education programs welcome and affirm all students? (A.
Washington, personal communications with Osprey Wilds, June 20, 2021)
What can white people do to help improve diversity in environmental education?
From the article, “I can fix it!” (Damali Ayo, 2005) there are five things that white people
can do to understand and potentially mend racism. The first step is to admit that you have
a race and that racism still exists today; it is also important to understand that reverse
racism is an impossibility. Second, make an effort to truly listen to members of the
BIPOC community and believe their experiences and treat their words with the utmost
respect. Third, educate yourself, read books, watch documentaries, and research as much
as you can. Fourth, broaden your experience and diversify your circle of friends, learn
about other cultures not by asking questions but by spending time with people. The fifth

14

thing is to take action, be visible, challenge white people to talk about racism, speak out
against racism and always confront racism.
How does this relate to environmental education and the increase of diversity in
programming and ultimately in higher environmental literacy? The inclusion of all
populations needs to be taken as seriously as we take environmental conservation
(Moreno, 2021). We need to be deliberate in providing opportunities for students to
experience the outdoors, no matter where they live. Incorporating members of the BIPOC
community into nature and/or referencing members of the BIPOC community that work
in environmental education fields is important. Putting pressure on environmental
education programs to have more inclusive BIPOC specific programming and inviting
members of the BIPOC community to participate in programming decisions or
discussions is essential. It is paramount to have members of the BIPOC community take
leadership roles in teaching environmental education programming that they participate
in, inviting family members of your school children to participate in environmental
education programming, and having the students lead some of the activities. There are
often barriers for families to participate in these programs, so it is necessary to work
together to provide scholarships, have programming at different times of the day, and
think about accessibility for the community that you want to provide the programming to.
As James Mallman, President of Watchable Wildlife Inc. states,
“ For us to have a real impact on the future, we have to influence the next
generation. We need to encourage all children to investigate career opportunities
in natural resources and wildlife management. Please take this opportunity to
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introduce the great outdoors to a child you know who may eventually be making
key decisions regarding our wild heritage” (Edmondson, 2006, p. 5).
Summary
Throughout Chapter One, I have talked about my personal background
experiences and how they contribute to my passion for incorporating diversity into
environmental education. I also discussed the professional importance of increasing
diversity in environmental education and how this change can hopefully impact my
students overall environmental literacy. Individuals can take steps to educate themselves
on the importance of self awareness of their personal privilege, unconscious bias, and
how to improve diversity.
In Chapter Two, I will be looking at the definition of environmental literacy, why
students should be environmentally literate, and how school communities measure
students' growth in environmental literacy. I will also identify which voices are
historically represented in environmental education. This chapter will also discuss
methods to increase diversity in environmental education. By understanding the historical
implication of environmental education we can see the importance for changing the voice
that is representing it.
In Chapter Three, I will be looking at possible professional development
opportunities that a school could take on, reflecting on how to increase diversity and
environmental literacy in their school districts. I will also include possible lesson plans
that will engage students in critically thinking about diverse perspectives when it comes
to environmental issues, which inturn will increase their overall environmental literacy.
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This chapter will offer a look at what individual educators, as well as, school
communities can do to increase awareness of environmental literacy across academic
disciplines. It will give ways to engage students in understanding the importance of
diverse perspectives when it comes to environmental education. By doing these things we
can increase diversity in environmental education and improve students' environmental
literacy. Finally in Chapter Four, I will tie it all together to the main question; Can
increasing diversity in environmental education improve students' environmental
literacy?
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CHAPTER TWO
Literature Review
Overview
With youth from around the world taking a stand to fight against climate change
by protesting, taking action and trying to find solutions, it is important that they are given
the opportunity to learn the tools to create possible solutions for the future needs of the
planet. With the addition of more environmentally-focused standards in the Next
Generation Science Standards and the increase of schools around the state of Minnesota
requiring that students take at least one course of environmental science in order to
graduate from high school, it is important that schools work to make environmental
education programming more inclusive to all of their students. The main area that this
project will address is: Can increasing diversity in environmental education improve
students' environmental literacy? By increasing diverse perspectives in environmental
education students will possibly see people like them that have been trail blazers in the
field of environmental science and will be more likely to pursue a career or just be more
environmentally literate. This chapter will look at the connections between environmental
literacy, environmental education, and multicultural education. Showing the relationship
between these topics from a historical and cultural perspective will give a better
understanding of why there needs to be more inclusivity in environmental education in
order to have a more environmentally literate society.
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Environmental Literacy
The first section will discuss how environmental literacy is measured through
knowledge, skills, attitudes, and behaviors of the people participating in environmental
education. The second section will look into why improving environmental literacy at all
levels of education will improve human health and the environment.
What is Environmental Literacy?
Environmental literacy is one of the main focal points for environmental
education and is the measure for a program's future success. “There are three levels of
literacy: environmentally literate, environmentally competent, and environmentally
dedicated” (McBeth & Volk, 2009, p.57). In order to improve environmental education
there needs to be an increase in environmental literacy; it is important for all levels of
society (Potter, 2009). Environmental literacy should be looked at from a variety of
levels: K-12 education, college and university, and the general public.
Environmental literacy is important in addressing solutions to environmental
issues that humans are currently facing around the world. It requires a citizenry who
understands the environment and has skills to analyze complex issues, and motivates
action (Szczytko et al., 2019). The environmental education community has developed
ways to measure people’s environmental literacy understanding through the use of goals
set by the UNESCO’s Tbilisi Intergovernmental Conference in the 1970’s. According to
MacBeth and Volk (2009), the Tbilisi categories include awareness, knowledge, affect,
skills, and participation.
1. Awareness—to help social groups and individuals acquire an awareness and
sensitivity to the total environment and its allied problems.
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2. Knowledge—to help social groups and individuals gain a variety of experiences
in, and acquire a basic understanding of, the environment and its associated
problems.
3. Attitudes—to help social groups and individuals acquire a set of values and
feelings of concern for the environment and the motivation for actively
participating in environmental improvement and protection.
4. Skills—to help social groups and individuals acquire the skills for identifying and
solving environmental problems.
5. Participation—to provide social groups and individuals with an opportunity to be
actively involved at all levels in working toward resolution of environmental
problems. (Powell et al, 2019, p. 1283)
Even though these goals have been set and are used by several organizations, each
organization is left with their own individual interpretation of how these goals are
measured.
“Long-term outcomes are generally used to help measure environmental literacy,
including long-term attitudes, behaviors, or actions. Long-term outcomes usually have
impacts that extend beyond the individual to the local or regional community, the
environment, or even global impacts” (Byroon et al., 2014, p. 17). With long-term
outcomes being used as measurement tools it can be difficult for organizations to measure
the impact they have on participants, especially if the organization is an environmental
learning center or even a school setting. In this case many of the participants are youth,
who still are influenced by their guardians, who may not have the knowledge, resources,
and/or economic means to support the positive impact of the environmental literacy
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outcomes that the participants learned. With the influence of parents on the outcomes of
children’s understanding of environmental literacy, what are some short-term measures
that environmental organizations can take to show the impact of their programming on
their participants?
Short-term outcomes may also include behavior or attitude changes that might
occur following an experience. For example, participants might use a bicycle for
transportation or feel more comfortable outdoors. Short-term outcomes can often
be measured by existing staff with some training and can often be incorporated
into a program. Specific outcome examples, along with several possible
measurement tools. (Byron et al, 2014, p. 17)
Ways that organizations can measure their short-term outcomes is by having pre
and post activities that would measure the participants' understanding from the particular
activity. Some ways could be having the participants draw and label a picture before the
activity that deals with the topic being measured and then having the participants draw a
picture afterwards. This type of assessment is great for younger participants (Flowers, et
al., 2015). For older participants a pre and post test on the terminology would be a way to
measure the knowledge gained from the experience. Yet another option would be having
a survey at the end of the activity for the participants to reflect on after the activity has
been completed.
Improving environmental literacy in schools
Since education is the starting point for increasing environmental literacy,
creating ways for students to teach what they have learned to their parents or greater
community will help improve the environmental literacy of the whole community. By
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getting the parents and other members of the community involved this, hopefully, will
create social change which will increase pro-environmental behaviors.
“Changing behaviors is an important aspect of many environmental education
programs. Behavior change refers to altering the voluntary actions of an
individual or a community. It is closely related to, but distinct from, creating
awareness, instilling knowledge or altering attitudes.”(Byron et al, 2014, p. 20)
People have a variety of viewpoints when it comes to their connection to the
natural world. Some of these viewpoints are due to the individual’s upbringing or
political ideology. “Environmental attitudes are a complex function of psychological and
social values, beliefs and behavioral intentions.” (Biswas, 2019, p. 5925) By allowing the
students to teach the community what they have learned they will create a
pro-environmental movement as a marketing tool. Schultz (2014, p. 109) states that
social marketing refers to “systemic efforts to promote positive change within a
community”, which in turn would create a positive environmental attitude and promote a
positive sustainable future. To be sustainable should be to meet our needs in such a way
that future generations would be able to sustain those practices and continue to do so with
little or no detrimental impact on the environment. (Biswas, 2019).
In order for school communities to gain the environmental literacy needed to
make the sustainable changes possible for future generations, there needs to be
government representation that sees the value of sustainability education. This includes
government representation at the local, state and national levels to help pass legislation
and to help fund the future of environmental education. For this to happen there need to
be people that are environmentally literate to communicate the needs or the importance of
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having an environmentally literate society. Currently, there is no uniform policy towards
environmental education in the United States. (Fasolya, 2016)
According to the National Education Act of 1990 it requires the Environmental
Protections Agency to provide grants for environmental education programming.
(Fasolya, 2016) Since 1992, $85,105,990 has been given out as grant money for
environmental education programming with a majority of funds going to non-for profit
organizations receiving the most grants. (EPA,2021) The Department of Environmental
Education is run through the Environmental Protections Agency instead of the
Department of Education. The Department of Education’s budget for fiscal year 2022 is
$92.75 billion dollars. (Department of Education, 2022) Since the aim of environmental
education should truly be included in general education, a restructuring may need to
occur. For the United States to have a more environmentally literate society the
distribution of federal funding should be allocated differently to support the necessary
programming needed.
The end goal is to have a sustainable future where society is environmentally
literate, competent and dedicated to working together to support future generations by
looking at environmental education as equally important as reading, writing and
arithmetic. We need to instill behaviors that are healthier for society and the environment.
Environmental Education
This section will examine how environmental education has adapted to the
changing environment. It will discuss who environmental educators are and how they
measure environmental understanding. This segment will also identify the primary goals
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for environmental education in the twenty-first century and explore how these goals
might relate to people’s understanding of environmental literacy.
What is Environmental Education?
The idea of environmental education has been around since the 1960’s and has
continued to adapt to the changing climate. Historically environmental education has
been focused on conservation programming with a main focus on sustainability and
nature (Byron et al., 2014). The aim has been in producing a society that is
knowledgeable about the physical environment, its associated problems, awareness on
how to solve these problems and is motivated to work toward their solutions (Stapp et al.,
1969). By developing a society that is environmentally aware of their surroundings,
people are able to critically think about the environment and become knowledgeable in
developing solutions that affect the world around them.
Nordstrom (2008) explained that “Environmental education is a multi-discipline
line of teaching and learning that educates individuals to become more knowledgeable
about their environment and to develop responsible environmental behavior and skills in
order to work for improved environmental quality” (p. 133). In order to achieve
sustainable development around the world, education is recognized as the main factor in
achieving this goal. (Goldman et al., 2013). One of the ways this is happening is having
environmental education or environmental science be a required course in order to
graduate from high school. Requiring a course that focuses on the environment and
critical issues students are more likely to be concerned about policies that affect the
outcome of the environment. However, many educators suggest standards and curriculum
need to be better aligned to support environmental education, especially with human
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interactions with the environment (Salazar et al., 2021). By addressing the need to better
align the standards, schools can help teachers through professional development to
incorporate environmental education curriculum into their everyday practice. Through
engaging teachers, especially in urban schools, the environmental curriculum will aid in
the exposure to the environmental education needed for students to become immersed in
nature.
Who are Environmental Educators?
Currently, there are 20,000 members of the North American Environmental
Education Association (Salazar et al., 2021). However, it’s important to note that any
teacher can be an environmental educator. It is important that the teachers are
comfortable with teaching outdoors. Building teacher confidence is the top priority of a
school district to make environmental education successful for a school district. One of
the fears that teachers may have is taking the students outside of the classroom.
Taking students outside the classroom involves more than just traditional
education considerations of lesson plans, teaching abilities, and student behavior.
Once teachers step outside the confines of the school, they must also worry about
the students’ safety, whether other people might cause trouble, and myriad details
involved with arranging the trip. (Simmons, 1998, p. 26)
By giving the teachers the resources to feel comfortable with students outside, more time
can be spent experiencing nature first hand.
A portion of environmental education is to be spent immersed in nature through
various outdoor activities. For younger children this could be just spending time outdoors
using imaginative play and becoming comfortable with nature. Young children building
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forts, digging in the dirt, and observing common organisms is the starting point for
environmental education. As children get older they start to make the connections that
humans have with nature and the impact humans have on the environment. The
adolescent years are the environmental education formative years, where students start to
make the connections to human interactions with nature and what it means to be
sustainable. Learning about environmental conservation, ecology, climate change, and the
best sustainable practices, adolescence is the time frame where there has been the greatest
focus on exposing students to environmental education practices because this is the time
that lifestyle changes start to blossom and grow for how they are going to become adults
in the future.
One way for students to become immersed in nature is through place-based
environmental education programming through the school day. Place-based programming
means having students explore nature around their schools or greater community through
interdisciplinary curriculum. “This type of school-based environmental education
operationalizes the issue and action skill levels of Hungerford, Peyton, and Wilke’s
(1980) goals for curriculum development in environmental education, by engaging
students in community-based projects and problem-solving” (Ernst, 2012, p. 74). The
goals set by Hungerford, Peyton, and Wilke incorporate the five environmental literacy
goals of knowledge, awareness, attitudes, skills, and participation when setting
curriculum goals for an effective environmental education program (Sacks, 1984). By
having students connect with nature where they live, work, and play will build a sense of
belonging and ownership, so the students will make connections to the importance of
caring for that natural space. Making connections will increase the students’
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environmental literacy because they will have the knowledge of the area, understand how
they affect the environment in their area, and learn skills to help support/maintain the
environment. Being outdoors shows that they are participating in the environment and
meets the basic goals of environmental literacy.
Other ways that schools are getting students engaged in environmental education
is by outsourcing programming to environmental organizations to attain their
environmental goals (Goldman et al., 2013). Methods that schools have outsourced their
environmental education programming include building a partnership with environmental
learning centers, environmentally focused non-profit organizations and programs
developed by colleges and universities.
Having students attend environmental learning centers either through overnight
experiences or day programming can give students hands-on experience or exposure to
environmental topics/issues that their communities are facing at a local level. Many of
these programs work on building relationships or opportunities for transformative
experiences besides learning about the human connection to the environment (Ardion et
al., 2018). Environmental learning centers are working to incorporate indigeous cultures
that are, or were located in the areas along with their sustainability education practices.
This gives students some multicultural exposure while being immersed in a natural
environment.
Many non-profit organizations have worked to create an environmental education
curriculum that is tied to the Next Generation Science Standards to be implemented in the
classroom. Some of these organizations include The Jeffers Foundation, Project Learning
Tree, Climate Generation, Justice Outdoors and the Sierra Club. All of these
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organizations provide professional development opportunities for educators along with
classroom resources for all age ranges and content areas. By incorporating environmental
education topics into already existing subjects, students will be able to see the connection
to environmental issues; the educational framework is already in place for making this
possible (Chapman, 1999).
Colleges and universities have developed many different courses that incorporate
environmental education into their programs. This is especially true when it comes to
educating future teachers. Teachers are vital to the success of environmental education in
the classroom (Dada et al., 2018). Studies have shown that the integration of
environmental education in higher education increases the tendency for adults to have
pro-environmental behavior and contributes to an increase in environmentally literate
citizens (Lloyd‐Strovas et al., 2018). Along with educating teachers by preparing them
for teaching environmental education topics, many colleges and universities are
developing resource materials or even citizen science education programming for
educators to use in their classrooms.
Since environment education is often viewed as something extra for which to find
time, encouraging more widespread adoption of environmental based education
might counteract this notion that environmental education is competing for
instructional time in the core subject areas. By re-envisioning the
teaching-learning process and enhancing student learning through the application
of content to real world experiences, environmental based education can be
another avenue for helping ensure environmental education does not become
marginalized in today’s accountability era. (Ernst, 2012, p. 75)
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By making environmental education more mainstream in classrooms students will
be more exposed to environmental issues and sustainability practices and in the end
become more environmentally literate-citizens. Environmental education is not just for
the science classroom, but can be incorporated to all of the academic areas. In a language
arts class the students could read books about climate justice–a genre called climate
fiction–or develop persuasive essays about an environmental issue that is important to
them or have a debate about an environmental issue. A math class could include having
students look at climate data or creating graphs and charts that help better visualize the
impact of the data. For a social studies classroom, students could look at the social and
economic impacts of the use of different products on the environment or look at the
historical ramifications of policies set in place that have affected different populations of
people today. Having schools make an effort to incorporate environmental education into
all content areas and across all grades will insure that the current environmental issues
that we face will find valuable solutions for future societies. It is important now that we
work together to increase more educators into the area of environmental education to fill
the needs of all school age children.
Many of the 20,000 members of the North American Environmental Education
Association and the majority of environmental educators are white, but have reported that
one of the top concerns for the future of environmental education is to come up with
ways to diversify the field of environmental education and to become more inclusive and
incorporating more ethnic groups into environmental education (Salazar et al., 2021).
One approach in order to increase diversity in environmental education is to look at how
multicultural education practices have been applied in the classroom to foster academic
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success of all the students who participate in learning communities that have a strong
multicultural perspective.
Multicultural Education
The first section will look at what environmental and multicultural education have
in common. The second section will look at multicultural environmental education
barriers that communities may face in improving environmental education opportunities
for members of their school communities.
What is Multicultural Education?
Multicultural education commonly comprises two practices: teaching about
diversity and teaching in a multicultural society (Nordstrom, 2008). Multicultural
education and environmental education should go hand in hand with the sustainability of
the environment and the care of all of humanity, as “It aims to create a sustainable future
for the Earth by facilitating personal as well as social change” (Nordstrom, 2008, p. 133).
Historically, environmental education has been associated with privilege, affluence, and
the middle class with other cultural perspectives not being presented (Blanchet-Cohen
&Reilly, 2013). By understanding that environmental education and multicultural
education seek to empower people to take action for the future, humanity can then see the
importance of increasing diversity in environmental education. “Multiculturalism focuses
on the creation of equal educational opportunities and positive attitudes toward
differences” (Blanchet-Cohen & Reilly, 2013, p. 14). According to Banks (1993), there
are five ways that multicultural education has been adapted to be integrated into
classrooms.
The first is content integration, teachers look for ways to incorporate different
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cultural perspectives into the classes daily curriculum. Second is knowledge
construction looking at how teachers can help students understand how
knowledge is created and influenced by gender, race, and social class. Third is
prejudice reduction, looking at children’s racial attitudes and developing more
democratic attitudes and values. Fourth is equality pedagogy, teachers use the
background knowledge of their students to help improve academic achievement.
Fifth, empowering school culture, working to empower students of low
socioeconomic background and students of color to higher academic achievement
and building support for the school community to do so. (Banks, 1993, p. 5).
Schools with diverse populations do a great job of incorporating multicultural education
into their curriculum, because it is culturally relevant to the population that they work
with on a daily basis. More importantly there needs to be more emphasis on multicultural
education with schools that don’t have as diverse populations or predominantly
constructed of members of the dominant culture. Since the population of the United
States is becoming more diverse, multicultural education needs to become more
mainstream in schools’ curriculum framework for all grade levels K-12.
If teachers and students are to engage in an effective teaching learning exchange,
then preservice teachers must learn about these differences and reflect on their
personal behaviors, beliefs, and values and how they influence their interactions
with "others." They must consider the humanistic and social side of teaching.
(Allen & Potter, 2002, p. 128)
Colleges and universities are doing a great job of creating courses for future
educators to reflect on and teach about diversity in their classrooms. Just like
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environmental education, more effort needs to be taken to make multicultural education
more mainstream in all content areas through K-12 education.
Why teach about diversity? Educational materials are written by white scholars
with the experiences of the dominant culture (Jett & Cross, 2016). By only providing
materials from one point of view students have a hard time connecting with the material
being taught. If the material is not relatable or the characters in the material are not like
the student population, they may not see why the information is important to them. This
creates a disconnect between the students and the academic material being taught. If
academic materials are used that the students can relate to, they are more likely to buy
into the material. If someone like them is doing A, B, or C they are more likely to try or
pursue an interest in the material. There is a sense of validation and ownership of the
students academic success.
Not only the material content needs to be critically examined to help support the
diverse perspectives of classrooms, but an effort needs to be made to help diverse
populations become educators. Historically, much of the teacher population has been
predominantly white women (Jett & Cross 2016). How do you teach about diversity if
you are part of the dominant culture? As an educator reflecting on your own life
experiences, values, and worldview will help you start to see your role in society.
Interacting with people with differing values, beliefs, and worldviews will help educate
people in their own experiences through life (Jett & Cross, 2016). This will allow
development of a more humanistic perspective to help with the diversity represented in
the classroom.

32

Teacher education thus becomes a key issue since it is the teachers who will
deliver the multicultural curriculum and guide the students towards a critical
understanding of both themselves and the societies within which they live. It is
their job to bridge the gap between the school system, organized to uphold and
support the values and belief system of the dominant culture, and minority
students who may well feel that this system has little relevance to them. (Stunell,
2012, p. 219)
As educators it is important to make your students feel supported and validated as
important members of society along with making sure that the fundamental needs of each
student are being met. Since educators have the time to deliver this curriculum along with
all the other tasks that have to be done to meet the needs of students, multicultural
education gets pushed to the side unless the school is focused on fostering a need for
multicultural education. In schools that are mainly composed of the dominant culture,
multicultural education is seen as an additional curriculum that can be added just a few
times a year in order to have students exposed to cultural diversity. It is unquestionable
that there needs to be a better understanding of the implication of and opportunities for
environmental education in a culturally varied context (Blanchet-Cohen & Reilly, 2013).
Multicultural Environmental Education
“Both environmental education and multicultural education have a strong global
perspective although intrinsically bound to a local view” (Nordstrom, 2008, p. 139).
Looking at the diversity of a classroom and developing environmental education that
incorporates the environmental diversity along with the cultural diversity will allow the
students to make connections to their local environment while also connecting with a
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global view. Focusing the academic lenses down to a place-based learning environment
where the students can get hands-on experience that affects their daily lives will allow
them to blossom into environmentally literate adults who can appreciate the natural
world. This goes for schools in urban and rural districts.
Adapting an inclusive approach to environmental education will allow the needs
of the participants to be met based on where they live (Blanchet-Cohen & Reilly, 2013).
Along with incorporating a local connection to environmental education, it is important
to include the families to participate in the programming. Whether it is providing parent
education nights or student-led evening activities, this shows first hand what the students
are learning during the day and allows the parents to make the connections to what they
can do at home as a family to support their children. There may be some barriers that
school communities have to overcome in order to create a strong environmentally literate
learning community; there may also be some barriers that block some members from
fully participating in environmental education programing
Multicultural Environmental Education Barriers
Family participation may be one of the largest barriers affecting students'
participation in environmental education. Their parents may not have the time or
financial resources to commit to environmental education activities. There may also be a
language barrier contributing to a feeling of being disconnected from the school
community. Members of the community may experience some generational trauma that is
associated with the outdoors that might not have affected the participants first hand, but
still play a critical role in the full participation of outdoor activities for some members of
the community. This trauma could be linked to negative historical experiences of the
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outdoors (Humphrey, 2020). For example, the experience of slavery, lynchings, farm
laboring, refugees fleeing from their native homeland, homelessness, to being placed on
reservations or experiences from refugee camps (Warren et al, 2014). All these factors
affect families’ participation in environmental education related activities. It is important
to understand the background of the people involved in the community to best support the
needs of the individual members. Not all members of the community may have
experienced this generational trauma, so it is important not to generalize a particular
community, but support the individuals that may have experienced this trauma.
By providing language interpreters, child care during the evening events or having
programming during different times of the day or weekends will allow for more family
participation. Also, providing a meal during the event or public transportation may
increase more families’ ability to attend the events. The participation of family members
in a multicultural environmental education program will help improve community
building towards sustainability practices.
There needs to be community involvement in order to develop sustainable
practices that support environmental actions. Schools are the starting point for developing
a culture that is both understanding of multiculturalism and environmentalism. Society
needs to give opportunities for all students to experience nature in a way that is
sustainable, meaningful and understanding for the needs of society.
By looking at all the ways environmental education is designed to educate people
to become more environmentally literate, people will begin to see how including diverse
perspectives into the general conversation will increase solutions for the best
sustainability processes. Everyone has a connection to nature, but with varied
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perspectives comes the diversity we need to create a sustainable future.
Summary
Can increasing diversity in environmental education improve students'
environmental literacy? There are additional factors that need to be in place in order for
students to have a better understanding of environmental literacy. For students to be
environmentally literate they need a connection to nature and an understanding of the
interconnectedness that humans have with nature. This can be achieved by mainstreaming
environmental education into a school curriculum framework.
Environmental education should not be treated as an additional set of curriculum
standards. It’s not a curriculum that is for a school's science department to try to figure
out how to tie them into a unit lesson or just covered on school field trips or outings. In
order for environmental education to have its full representation in mainstream
classrooms, there needs to be time, planning, and deliberate curriculum development
across academic disciplines. Environmental education is an interdisciplinary subject that
connects real world applications to academic learning. By making a collective effort as a
school district to see the importance of environment education in all content areas and not
only in science, students will begin to see the interconnectedness that human society has
with nature.
It involves building a school community around the importance of sustainability
practices and the environment. This means giving the teachers the resources they need to
feel comfortable teaching outside of the classroom. Allowing teachers to take
professional development courses to support their ability to teach outdoors and be
knowledgeable about the information needed to teach effectively about environmental
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education. It involves collaborating and building partnerships with non-profit
environmental education focused organizations to provide on and off site opportunities
for teachers and students to engage in outdoor education activities.
Allowing students time to explore the outdoors not only on field trips, but on a
regular basis around the school. It involves students collecting data about the natural
environment around the community for a math class, writing a persuasive essay about an
environment issue for a language arts class, going outdoors for an art class and drawing
landscapes, or for social studies to look at the environmental impact that the students'
food has on the environment. Each of these things builds on the students’ environmental
literacy understanding.
It involves understanding the barriers that some members of the school’s learning
community might have with the possibility of having generational trauma to the outdoors
and working to find ways to support these students and their families will need to build a
stronger learning environment. Recognizing each student as an individual will allow the
students to gain a better understanding and appreciation of the environmental education
goals of the school. Taking the time to create a curriculum that better represents the
diverse perspectives of the students will help the students feel more comfortable with
learning the academic material. If the students see people like them participating in the
academic activities or professions that are related to the materials being covered, they are
more likely to buy in or even pursue a career in that field as an adult.
Students build an awareness of the environment around their community. They
build knowledge about the environment and tie in vocabulary they learned throughout
their academic career. The students develop a pro-environmental attitude towards a
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sustainable lifestyle. They learn the skills needed to care for the environment and figure
out ways to solve environmental issues. The hope then through all of these actions is that
they continue to participate in environmentally sustainable practices as adults. Through
these actions society will have an increase in environmental literacy.
For all this to happen there needs to be support from a local, state, and federal
level to support legislation that will show the importance of having an environmentally
literate society. Getting the funding for all school communities would allow for a
multicultural environmental education curriculum to be created, more opportunities for
teachers to take courses to support their ability to teach effectively when it comes to
sustainable environmental education and in the end more opportunities for students to
experience environmental education throughout their academic careers.
In Chapter Three, Project Description, the information learned through the
literature review will help facilitate a collection of different types of professional
development activities that will help school districts address the question: Can increasing
diversity in environmental education improve students' environmental literacy?
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CHAPTER THREE
Project Description

Overview
This chapter offers an overview of how this Capstone was developed based on the
investigation and synthesis of information gathered in the literature review to answer the
question: Can increasing diversity in environmental education improve students'
environmental literacy? The gathered information shows that experts in the field of
education support a multidisciplinary approach to developing curriculum that is more
mainstream into a school’s curriculum framework. By doing this we expose students to a
wide range of perspectives which will help improve students’ environmental literacy. For
this to happen, educators need to first understand how environmental education is a
multidisciplinary subject and that creating diverse perspectives will encourage students to
buy into the importance that environmental education plays in critically understanding
how to solve the environmental issues that society is currently facing.
Positionality
I am a white, middle class male, who has had privilege my whole life, and may
have an unconscious bias in regards to understanding what it is like to be part of the
minority population in America today. I want to acknowledge that I live on Wahpekute
territorial lands, a branch of the Dakota People who are keepers of the land. “Without an
understanding of privilege and oppression, and acknowledging of our individual
collective complicity, individuals will remain unable to engage in meaningful discussions
about justice, injustice, and the professional imperative of developing prosocial behavior”
(Bruening, 2019). I recognize that I am using a form of raciolinguistics but by utilizing
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the acronym BIPOC (Black, Indigeous, People of Color) throughout this paper. That said,
using language that acknowledges and is important to the individual should be
contemplated by all those in education (Breunig, 2019).
I wanted to research ways to support diversity in environmental education and
look at the historical ramifications for why the field of environmental education isn’t as
diverse as it could be. As an educator, I want to see what I can do to help support
diversity in the field of environmental education and expand the environmental literacy of
all of my future students. Before starting this research project I knew very little about the
history of environmental education and the ways that many enthic groups have been left
out of the educational experience that goes hand in hand with outdoor education. I
wanted to highlight ways that members of the BIPOC community contributed to
environmental education and share their stories with the students, to show that people of
all ethnic backgrounds deserve to be part of the environmental education experience.
Project Description
This Capstone will consist of three staff developments which will focus on how to
incorporate more environmental education into a multidisciplinary curriculum. Each staff
development will focus on a different aspect of environmental education. They will
provide opportunities for the teachers to process, reflect, and develop curriculum that
they can use to connect environmental education to various classroom disciplines.
Encouraging educators to see the importance of environmental education connection into
mainstream learning will help improve students' environmental literacy. As the educators
start to adopt a more environmentally focused curriculum, the second staff development
will be to focus on how we can incorporate more diverse perspectives into the classroom

40

curriculum. Understanding which voices are missing from the educational conversation
can help improve opportunities for these voices to be heard by the students. Exposing
students to diverse perspectives will allow them to see individuals like them participating
in outdoor activities or show students that “others” are able to experience the outdoors
just like them. Taking time to actively reflect on what voices are being heard when
developing curriculum is key to making sure that a school community is truly inclusive
and safe for all students.
Rationale
The reason for creating professional development goes back to the research
connected to the literature review. Environmental education isn’t a stand alone
curriculum that is just for the science classroom. It is meant to be a multidisciplinary
curriculum that is incorporated into all aspects of mainstream education. For it to be
effective, each academic level needs to work on structuring the environmentally focused
curriculum into a school’s academic framework. This is essential in order for society to
become more environmentally literate in solving the immediate issues of today. Besides
mainstreaming environmental education, there needs to be a focus on broadening
diversity within the curriculum. For students to feel truly connected to their learning
community they need to see and experience professionals that look like them to achieve
academic success.
Theories
Since educators are the ones that deliver the curriculum to the students, it is
important for the adults to understand their role in creating an inclusive environmental
education curriculum. Understanding how adults think will help in creating a more
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meaningful professional development, which in turn makes for a more inclusive learning
experience for all students. The main theory that connects to creating professional
development for educators is Transformative Theory. Transformative learning has two
dimensions: individual and social (Mezirow, 2000). Each of these dimensions play a
significant role in how we learn or make connections to previously learned concepts.
Through these two dimensions there is instrumental learning, which deals with problem
solving and communicative learning. Communicative learning involves learning what
others mean when they communicate with you. By understanding these two ways in
which adults learn we can use reflective discourse, involving a critical assessment of
assumptions, when it comes to developing a meaningful curriculum. For people to
participate in discourse Mezirow (2000), highlights the following aspects that participants
need to have:
● More accurate and complete information
● Freedom from coercion and distorting self-deception
● Openness to alternative points of view; empathy and concern about how others
think and feel
● The ability to weigh evidence and assess arguments objectively
● Greater awareness of context of ideas and, more critically, reflectiveness of
assumptions, including their own
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● An equal opportunity to participate in the various roles of discourse
● Willingness to seek understanding and agreement and to accept a resulting best
judgment as a test of validity until new perspectives, evidence, or arguments are
encountered and validated through discourse as yielding a better judgment. (pg
13-14)
Understanding the roles that individual and social perspectives play in how adults learn
will be crucial in making sure that there is understanding of where the audience is coming
from. Since this Capstone project is focusing on increasing diversity in environmental
education, it is important to see what the audience knows already or what their comfort
level may be with some of the information, so that there is teacher buy-in for creating a
more inclusive environmental education curriculum.
Audience/Setting
The target audience for this professional development is a group of teachers
willing to incorporate environmental education into their daily curriculum. The main
audience in mind is at World Learner School, a public charter school, whose authorizer is
Osprey Wilds. One of the main goals is to incorporate environmental education into the
schools framework for daily curriculum. World Learner School is a Montessori focus
school for first through eighth grade students, which has mixed grade level classrooms.
Each classroom consists of three grade levels with one head teacher and a teacher
assistant. At World Learner School there are three classrooms for each of the three grade
level groups for a total of nine head teachers. The support staff consists of seven teacher
assistants, seven paraprofessionals, three special education teachers, and two
administrators.
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This group of educators has already started incorporating environmental
education curriculum into their daily practice. The main focus for this group will then be
to evaluate their understanding of why it is important to figure out which voices are
missing from the school's environmental education curriculum. They will also gauge
how the learning community can work to improve diverse perspectives in the classroom.
The staff development presentation will focus on the following questions:
1. What voices are being centered in the school’s environmental education
program? What voices are currently missing in the environmental education
program?
2. What unconscious biases have been present in the school’s environmental
education programming which may have impacted students’ ability to engage
and learn?
3. How has the school’s environmental education program reinforced inequities in
the past by not thinking deeper about unconscious biases and racial injustice in
environmental education? What could you do differently to ensure the
environmental education programs welcome and affirm all students?
Keeping these questions always present throughout the professional development will
keep the focus on the importance of inclusive education on the minds of the audience
participating in the training.
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Timeline
The timeline for this project will consist of three professional developments
arranged throughout the course of a school year. Each professional development will
include an hour long presentation along with some small group time to assess or analyze
progress of classroom implementation of diverse environmental education curriculum.
The first professional development will focus on the background information for why the
school needs to focus on a multidisciplinary approach to environmental education. The
second professional development will look at how each grade level has implemented a
diversity focused environmental education curriculum in their classrooms and share some
highs and lows that they have experienced through the beginning of the school year. The
third professional development will be a list of all the activities that each grade level did
to increase diversity in environmental education curriculum. The third professional
development will also include having the staff reflect on the direction for the next year's
environmental education professional development. This will help to build upon the
positive things that have come from taking the time to understand why environmental
education is a multidisciplinary curriculum for the school district as a whole.
Assessment
With creating professional development programs it is important to measure the
staff's understanding of the material presented. Some possible assessment tools that might
be utilized will be self reflection questionnaires after each professional development, staff
goal setting sheets, and creating a shared Google document folder where the teachers can
place their environmentally focused lesson for the group to use as a resource center. For a
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program to be successful there needs to be accountability and accessibility for all
participants.
Summary
Understanding concepts about Transformative Theory on how adults learn will
help create professional development that is more meaningful and effective. This will
trickle over in creating a curriculum that incorporates environmental education into a
multidisciplinary framework. Looking at environmental education in all academic
disciplines will start the conversation on how to develop diverse perspectives by looking
at which voices are being represented and which ones are being left out. Knowing which
voices are left out, the staff can develop ways to incorporate these voices into their
curriculum. If more diverse voices are represented in the curriculum, more students will
find connection with environmental education and then be more willing to engage in the
conversation. As more people feel that they can be part of the conversation about the
environment, society as a whole will become more environmentally literate.
The next chapter will present reflections of what the researcher learned and how it
influenced the profession. Any connections, limitations and future implications of the
Capstone and its influence on education will also be investigated in relation to the
question: Can increasing diversity in environmental education improve students'
environmental literacy?
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CHAPTER FOUR
Conclusion
Introduction
This Capstone project looked at the steps that educators can take to increase
environmental literacy of their students in a middle school learning environment. The
main question the project tried to answer was: Can increasing diversity in environmental
education improve students' environmental literacy? Through this chapter this question
will be reflected on and there will be an attempt to connect it back to the information
gathered from the literature review. The implications learned will also be looked at, as
well as the limitations to this project. Lastly, any commentary to future research that can
further support environmental education curriculum development will be discussed and
how this information can be used in a school learning environment. Benefits that can be
gained from this information to best support environmental education in any school
district's middle school environment will be outlined.
Major Learnings
There are three major areas that have come to fruition with this project. The first
area is that environmental education can’t be taught as a stand alone curriculum.
Environmental education is a multidisciplinary subject that requires cross curricular
components that span all educational disciplines along with a comprehensive look at real
world applications that the students can use to fully support their ability to become
lifelong learners. The second component is that environmental education needs to be
supported by all staff members. This requires a school district to provide support to all
the educators involved, so that they can feel supported and valued with all the necessary
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tools to feel successful in presenting the information to their students. The third major
area to take into consideration is that environmental education needs to be taught hand in
hand with multicultural education. It is important to look at multiple perspectives when
focusing on education, so that all voices are being heard and represented in the contexts
of curriculum being presented in a school district's setting.
Revist Literature Review
There were several peer review articles that became the backbone of this project.
The areas that helped lay the groundwork were related to how to address social justice
issues, the connection between multicultural education and environmental education, and
the acknowledgement or the understanding that environmental education should be taught
as a blended curriculum in an educators daily practice no matter the discipline area.
The article Beings Who Are Becoming: Enhancing Social Justice Literacy by
Mary Breunig set the stage for how to approach the topic of diversity in environmental
education. Throughout this article there are steps that individual educators can take to
reflect on their own practices when it comes to understanding bias and the hidden
curriculum and realizing that the language educators use matters when communicating
effectively.
“ Educators employing experiential practices in the classroom or the outdoors often
acknowledge the transformative work they do without due consideration for those
inherently marginalized by those efforts.” (Breunig, 2019)
After examining that each educator must take into account their own journey
when it comes to addressing social justice education before anything else. The other
article that laid the foundation for the connection between social justice education and
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environmental education was the article by Hanna Kaisa Nordstrom, Environmental
Education and Multicultural Education – Too Close to Be Separate? Throughout this
article it shows the connection between the two education practices by linking the
academic language that is commonly shared between both.
“In practice, this means that when practicing multicultural education, schools can
simultaneously enhance the goals of environmental education, if the syllabus is
methodically well planned. Also, if environmental education is understood in a
broader sense and carried out including the social and cultural as well as the
ecological dimension of sustainability, this education will additionally work for
the goals of multicultural education.” (Nordstrom, 2008, p. 141)
It is important to understand that an educator needs to be in the right mindset
before starting any social justice focused work to show the connection between
multicultural education and environmental education. Another important document that
helped establish this project was Measuring Environmental Education Outcomes. This
was a series of peer reviewed articles on the history, the design of programming, and the
evaluation tools necessary for making a sustainable environmental education program.
No matter the setting it is important to be able to measure a program through short term
and long term goals. Keeping this in mind is important along with the five key
environmental literacy measures set:
1. Awareness—to help social groups and individuals acquire an awareness and
sensitivity to the total environment and its allied problems.
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2. Knowledge—to help social groups and individuals gain a variety of experiences
in, and acquire a basic understanding of, the environment and its associated
problems.
3. Attitudes—to help social groups and individuals acquire a set of values and
feelings of concern for the environment and the motivation for actively
participating in environmental improvement and protection.
4. Skills—to help social groups and individuals acquire the skills for identifying and
solving environmental problems.
5. Participation—to provide social groups and individuals with an opportunity to be
actively involved at all levels in working toward resolution of environmental
problems. (Powell et al, 2019, p. 1283)
By measuring the environmental literacy of the students through short term and long term
goals using a curriculum that measures a students environmental awareness, knowledge,
attitudes, skills and overall participation in a program this will help strengthen societies
environmental understanding. If more schools were able to incorporate meaningful
environmental education programming into their daily curriculum along with adding
multicultural education components alongside these lessons a school’s student body
would become more environmentally literate, which would then lead to more of a
environmentally conscious society. This project is meant to be a starting point for school
districts to get involved in taking time to collaborate with one another to make
environmental and multicultural education a more permanent and meaningful curriculum
in a school district's curriculum best practices. The literature review within this project
shows the importance of sustainable, hands-on learning, with an environmental and
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multicultural education focus that best supports students' increase of environmental
literacy.
Implications
With implementation of these professional development materials I am finding
that more time may need to be spent on a district's self-reflection on the social justice
application, so that staff members may be able to understand their own bias and
appropriate language necessary to support students of diverse backgrounds. This goes
into looking at what voices are missing from their individual curriculum and what
verbiage is being used to represent diverse backgrounds of a district's student body. This
will ensure that the staff feel comfortable, knowledgeable, and accommodated with the
necessary resources to make this educational experience successful for everybody
involved in the academic process. By having a basic understanding of social justice
education many educators can see the importances or the connection between
environmental education and multicultural education.
The first professional development was designed to be offered during the start of a
school year preprogram environment where educators are starting to think about the
upcoming school year. It is a time for teachers to think about the curriculum being
developed and making sure that there is a culturally relevant curriculum, but also a time
to start thinking about the importance of environmental education curriculum in
individual disciplines.
The second professional development was designed to be offered during the first
few months of the school year. This is after the educators have gotten to know the
abilities and backgrounds of the students. This presentation focuses on how teachers can
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incorporate environmental focused lessons in their curriculum or create a cross curricular
unit with grade level teams. Most of the time is spent thinking about how or what could
be some possible options for curriculum development and then planning the curriculum.
The third professional development was designed for teachers to reflect on the
curriculum or lesson that they created. It encourages them to share with each other the
success and challenges with the curriculum. By sharing with each other they will create a
living resource of materials that other educators can build upon, learn from, and grow a
connection to multidisciplinary environmental education curriculum. In the end, the hope
is that this just becomes the starting point for more professional development to begin to
incorporate more environmentally focused lessons in the school districts learning
community.
By guiding educators that are experts in the different disciplines this allows for
more of a partnership between departments, a sense of community, and more of a
streamlined educational experience for staff and students. With educators it is important
to acknowledge one another's strengths and build on the idea that we are in a profession
to help create lifelong learners that can critically think about complex issues and develop
solutions to better support one another and the environment.
The end goal of all of this was for school districts to start thinking about
environmental education as a multidisciplinary curriculum with a focus on which voices
are being represented and which voices need to be heard. Purposefully presenting
material that teachers can reflect on and implement in their classrooms makes for
productive professional developments. During these professional developments educators
will be given time to plan and collaborate with colleagues on cross curricular
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development that makes for more meaningful learning for the student body. By taking the
time for educators to be mindful about the curriculum being presented to students, the
overall atmosphere of the learning community becomes richer in a sense of purpose and
accomplishment.
Limitations
There are many limitations that I have come across when working with this
project over the course of these two semesters. A major limitation that I have come across
is my lack of experience with understanding state educational standards and their possible
connections to environmental education. With understanding that environmental
education is a multidisciplinary curriculum it is important to understand how
environmental topics can connect to different disciplines and state standard requirements.
For example, knowing and understanding the state standards for middle school language
arts and math. By knowing this information I could have a better understanding of how to
help educators in these different disciplines to make the critical connections to the
importance of implementing environmental education into a daily process.
At the beginning of this project I was working in a small Montessori school with a
focus on environmental education implementation and this was the basis for pursuing a
project on the topic of multicultural, multidisciplinary environmental education. Now I
am shifting into more of a traditional role as a middle school science teacher in another
district, so I have to possibly switch my delivery of this information to a group of
educators that may not have the initial information or understanding of why
environmental education is an important topic to be covered as a multidisciplinary
curriculum throughout a school district’s learning environment.

53

With the research of this project I have found that many of the themes or issues
highlighted in this paper are now becoming more mainstream conversations in the media.
For example, there are several programs on public television now that look at the
connection between members of the BIPOC community and nature around the United
States. Also, there are many BIPOC organizations around the state of Minnesota getting
the media’s attention for their great work at educating the public on the importance of
nature for everyone. This being said, there are a lot of organizations or resources out there
that I was unaware of when working on this project, so I may have missed some great
resources that would have better supported the information gathered in this project.
Future Research/Projects
When looking at the future of environmental education as a
multidisciplinary/multicultural curriculum it would be great to see projects that focus on
each discipline's connection to environmental education. Also, a centralized database
where educators could go to see possible lesson examples for language arts, math,
science, social studies, physical education, health, technology, and art would be helpful. I
know there are different organizations working on creating lesson curriculum specifically
for their organization, but it would be great to share this information with school districts
for a greater implementation of these great resources.
Another direction that this information could help facilitate would be to create a
culturally responsive environmental education curriculum for all grade levels. One area
that the State of Minnesota is working on is creating Indigeous People’s curriculum that
corresponds with the Minnesota State Standards for each discipline area, but it would be
interesting to see connections between other cultural groups that call Minnesota home.
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Conclusion
Throughout the course of this project similar themes were developing when it
comes to trying to answer the question; Can increasing diversity in environmental
education improve students' environmental literacy? The first is that learning
communities need to realize that inorder for environmental education to be successful it
cannot be just a stand alone curriculum, but instead a theme that is incorporated into a
multidisciplinary curriculum mindset. Each grade level needs to take time to think about
how to adapt environmental concepts into their school’s best practice for daily
implementation. This daily implementation needs to be able to be measured through an
evaluated process and a great way to do this is to use the five environmental literacy
measures of awareness, knowledge, attitude, skills, and participation.
After a learning community starts to implement environmental education into
daily practice the educators need to take a look at which voices are missing in their
curriculum. Making sure that all members of the BIPOC community are being
represented, supported, and given the opportunity to participate in the curriculum
development. By understanding that environmental education is connected to
multicultural education, more diverse perspectives can be used to increase society’s
overall environmental literacy. Everyone has a connection to nature. We, as educators,
have to make sure that we are taking the time to allow all the voices to be heard and
represented at the environmental education table. Doing this will allow students to see
people from diverse backgrounds participating in meaningful conversations about science
and the environment, which will spark more academic engagement in a school's learning
community. Having academically engaged students at an early age will manifest a greater
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population of people interested in critically thinking about creative solutions to current
and future problems that the world is facing. The simple step of connecting nature into
daily curriculum will build students environmental literacy and drive more diverse needs
to take action.
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APPENDIX C
Adapting Environmental Education Curriculum Into Everyday Practice
Planning Guide
*Each educator plans their curriculum differently and that’s okay. This sheet is just a
guide to help start thinking about how to get more environmentally focused materials into
your daily lessons.
Before starting anything, reflect on your own experiences with environmental education
and think about the key takeaways that you got from those experiences (positive and
negative). Use these experiences to guide your curriculum, but also to help you
understand the background of your students. Realizing that everyone has a connection to
nature.
What are ways we can measure growth in the EE curriculum?

1. Awareness—to help social groups and individuals acquire an awareness
and sensitivity to the total environment and its allied problems.
2. Knowledge—to help social groups and individuals gain a variety of
experiences in, and acquire a basic understanding of, the environment and
its associated problems.
3. Attitudes—to help social groups and individuals acquire a set of values
and feelings of concern for the environment and the motivation for
actively participating in environmental improvement and protection.
4. Skills—to help social groups and individuals acquire the skills for
identifying and solving environmental problems.
5. Participation—to provide social groups and individuals with an
opportunity to be actively involved at all levels in working toward
resolution of environmental problems. (Powell et al, 2019, p. 1283)
Brainstorming Ideas:
What do you teach already that could tie into environmental education? Is there a lesson
or a unit that you have already? If so, do you need to change anything? If you don't, what
are some of the state academic standards that you follow that could support an
environmental education component?
Design your Ideas:
1. The main goal of this lesson is to incorporate something about environmental
education into a lesson. Does the lesson focus on an environmental issue, an
environmental theme, or an activity that is done in nature?
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2. Create a S.M.A.R.T. goal that can be used to measure the students' success with
the lesson.
To make sure your goals are clear and reachable, each one should be:
●
●
●
●
●

Specific (simple, sensible, significant)
Measurable (meaningful, motivating)
Achievable (agreed, attainable)
Relevant (reasonable, realistic and resourced, results-based)
Time-bound (time-based, time-limited, time/cost limited, timely, time-sensitive)

Example of an Environmental Education SMART Goal:
Students demonstrate an awareness of the relationship between the environment and human life
and the diversity of life that shares the earth with humans. Goal: Students and staff of ABC
School have the awareness, or are increasing their awareness, of the relationship between the
environment and human life.
Strategy 1.1
● Students in fourth through eighth grade will participate in an environmental education
awareness survey about how often they engage in nature. The students will complete
the survey in the fall and retake the survey in the spring.
Evaluation method 1.1
● 80% of students in grades 4-8 will increase their attitudes of concern by an
average of at least 30% as scored by questions 1-13 of the EE Awareness Survey
between fall and spring surveys.

3. What resources do you need to be successful? For yourself and for your students.
Implement your Idea:
● Give the lesson.
○ What did you learn about yourself from the lesson?
○ What did you learn about your students from the lesson?
○ How many times did you give the lesson?
○ Did you change anything each time?
Reflect on your Idea:
● How did you think the lesson went?
● What went successfully with the lesson?
● What would you do differently next time?
● Did the students meet the outcomes that you set out for them through the use of
the SMART goal?
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APPENDIX D

Environmental Education Resource Sheet
Helpful Organization’s Online Resources:
Beetles Project: https://beetlesproject.org/
● Beetles Project has curriculum resources and training materials to help
support educators and help them make the connection between the Next
Generation Science Standards and outdoor learning. Many of these
resources are for elementary school students and middle school
curriculum. Great online resources, downloadable materials, and teacher
workshops are available.
○ Materials are written for step by step instruction.
○ Instructional materials come with videos.
○ Various colored chats and keys for outdoor identification.
Climate Generation https://www.climategen.org/
● Climate Generation has curriculum resources for grades 3-12 which relate
to a variety of climate change topics. Great online resources,
downloadable materials, and teacher workshops are available.
○ Climate Graphs and Charts
○ Climate Fiction Book Lists
○ Minnesota History Resources
○ Climate Action Project Outlines
Ed Change http://www.edchange.org/survey.html
● Social Justice and Multicultural Education Resources. Various PDF
resources with a list of movies and books for students to use to
understand a variety of topics all at different academic levels.
Hamline University Center for Global Environmental Education
https://sites.google.com/hamline.edu/cgee
● Several opportunities for professional development along with interactive
virtual learning opportunities for students to learn about water resources.
● Adopt a Drain
● Big River Journey
● Dynamic Delta
● Waters to the Sea
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Jeffers Foundation https://jeffersfoundation.org/
● Jeffers Foundation has curriculum resources for families, early childhood
outdoor education and materials that can be adapted to middle school
curriculum. Great online resources, downloadable materials, and teacher
workshops are available.
○ Calendar in the Classroom Resources
○ EcoTime Cards
○ A Garden Four Schools Program
○ The Outdoor Classroom
○ Nature Journaling
○ Go Outdoors Cards
Justice Outside https://justiceoutside.org/
● Various teacher resources for educating yourself about ways to examine
environmental justice issues.
Kids at Art https://www.kid-at-art.com/
● There are a variety of art lessons with examples to show students
possibilities when it comes to connecting environmental education with art
education.
Additional Resources:
● Minnesota Agriculture in the Classroom
https://minnesota.agclassroom.org/
● National Environmental Education Foundation https://www.neefusa.org/
● North American Association for Environmental Education
https://naaee.org/
● Project Get Outdoors https://www.mnprojectgo.org/home
● Project Learning Tree https://www.plt.org/
● United States Environmental Protection Agency https://www.epa.gov/
● Youth Eco Solutions (YES! Team) https://yesmn.org/
● Freshwater Society- Water Conservation https://freshwater.org/
● Conservation Minnesota https://www.conservationminnesota.org/crew
● Green Schools National Network https://greenschoolsnationalnetwork.org/
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